Kitiyattam in Temples 
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Kerala from ancient times. It is a theatre of ritualistic worship (natyayajna) 

confined to the Chakyar community, and is performed with great devotion and a 
spirit of propitiation of the deity, with the observance of religious rituals. When a male 
child is born in the Chakyar family, to become a full-fledged member, he has to go 
through his ‘first performance’ (arangettam), apart from undergoing the traditional 
‘sixteen rites’ (shodasa kriya). 

It is said that with the origin of Kerala, when the ‘Tantris’ were brought for conducting 
religious rituals, two Chakyars also accompanied them and settled down in Kerala. The 
Potiyil family and Ammannur family seem to have been the descendents of these two 
original settlers. Many temples have given land and right to conduct performances to 
specific Chakyar and Nangiar families that existed and are still in existence in Kerala. 

Kitm can be divided into three: Atiyantarakkitm, Kazhchakkiittu and Vazhivadukittu. 
The performances held year after year according to prior programme is called 
Atiyantarakkittu, while those that are held specially on specific occasions are called 
Kazhchakkittu. Vazhivadukittu as a votive offering to the deity. In temples where Siva 
is the main deity, Mattavilasa, ‘Mantranka’ and ‘Anguliyanka’ are usually performed, 
while in Vishnu temples, prominence is given to ‘Anguliyanka’. Apart from this, 
‘Ezhamankam’, Brahmacharikkiittu and Kitiyattam are also held as Vazhivadukittu and 
Kitiyattams are also held as Vazhivadukiittu. Those done as Vazhivadu start in the 
morning with a commencement (Purappadu) and end at night. Such Kattus have some 
special features. ; 

On the commencing day of Mavtavilasa, ‘Anguliyanka’, etc., the Chakyar, Nambiar 
and Nangiar come to the performance area (either the inside hall of temple or 
Kittampalam) after taking a purificatory bath. Taking a lighted wick from the sanctum, 
the Chakyar lights the stage lamp and the lamp in the greenroom, he also places 
ashtamangalyam (‘eight objects’, supposed to have propitiatory characteristics). In the 
green-room, the Chakyar worships Ganapati and Saraswati, ties a red cloth on the head. 
The head priest (mel santi) makes an offering to Ganapati on the stage, and then the Kittu 
Starts. At the end of the performance, the Chakyar, accompanied by the Nambiar and 
Nangiar, goes to the sanctum with a lamp (kiitruvilakku) held in his hands, sounds the bell 
thrice, prays, accepts tirtha and prasada from the head priest, makes a counter-payment 
to the priest, circumambulates the inner and outer spaces of the temple, comes back to the 
Performance area, bows down by touching the head and thus ends the Kittu, For some 
Kiittu, the deity should be worshipped at the temple on the last day also. Prabandha Kittu 
is supposed to be done by Sutas (sutavyiti) and Kitiyattam, an actor's art (natavriti). 


Kees is the enactment of Sanskrit drama, traditionally held in the temples of 
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When in the olden days the kings combined these two art forms, they specifically 
instructed that this temple art should not be taken out of the temple premises. Old-timers 
had made the rule that if such a day comes, when Kitiyattam is performed with ‘illathu 
kitty’ (performance in a house, i.e. outside the temple), ‘mannathi mattu’ (soiled, impure 
clothes?), ‘matampi vilakku’ (a smaller lamp), and ‘asokappoovu’ (the asoka flower), 
then the Chakyar should give a (last) performance for a day at Tiruvanchikkulam temple, 
hang up all the costumes in the hall (mandapa) and leave for Kasi (Benares). Such was 
the purity and divinity associated with Katiyattam. 

If the whole of Ramayana in the three existing plays are to be performed together, there 
are some special rituals and conditions. The three plays Chudamani, Abhisheka and 
Pratima are intermingled, and the full play in twenty-one acts, takes a full year to perform. 
For this Kitiyattam, an auspicious time is fixed. On the starting day, the Chakyar keeps 
ready the traditional lamp (nilavilakku), a vessel full of paddy (nirapara) and a smaller 
vessel full of paddy (nira itangazhi). After daily chores like shaving and bath, he makes 
Brahmins perform kalasa-puja, pays their fees, comes to the green-room, places a lamp 
(nilavilakku) and a vessel each of paddy and rice, spreads a new cloth, and standing near 
it starts the Kiittu, He takes cloth and pavitram (kusa grass or darbha, used in religious 
ceremonies) from the master of ceremony. (On the stage, the master, yajamana, should 
face westward when giving these objects). Two coins and a twin cloth is given to the 
Nambiar, Nangiar and other members from his community, if any. Now the stage is 
decorated with a vessel of paddy, a vessel of rice and ashtamangalyam. The pillars, 
mizhavu and pitha, are covered with a new cloth. The Chakyar takes new clothes and six 
coins for pavitram from the master of ceremony, goes to the green-room and gives it away 
at an auspicious time. Then he ties a cloth on his head, puts on make-up and costume, 
performs according to the rules of Kiittu Purappadu, does Nityakriya, goes to the temple 
in his costume, worships the deity, receives tirtha and prasada, makes a payment as 
offering, circumambulates and enters the stage from the right side, salutes the stage by 
touching it and touching his own forehead, and takes off his costume. 

All Purappadus in Ramayana are performed with these rituals. When the story of 
Ramayana is enacted in this way, stretching up to one year, Rama’s coronation 
(Pattabhisheka) is presented on the last day. 

In Atiyantarakkittu of Vennimala temple (Kottayam district) the rituals are highly 
specialized. Starting on Rohini day in Makara (according to Malayalam calendar) and 
lasting for a full month of twenty-eight days with the Arattu (immersion ceremony, the 
last day of a festival) held on Rohini day in Kumbham, the Kattu performance is also held 
simultaneously with the festival. On Rohini, the commencing day of the festival when the 
flag is hoisted, the Sutradhara’s Purappadu (Commencement) is performed. The two days 
ae also ys ae by Sutradhara. After the night ceremony of the fourth day, 
(reddinsenaere e santi) announces the name of the play to be performed 

: sually held). After the Purappadu of Tapatisamvarana, four days 
of oral narration; the next day on Utram, Vivada; on Atham, Lakshmana’s Purappad from 
— Chudamant; on Chittira Day, Sri Rama’s Purappad from the seventh act of 

i; on Choti day, Krishna’s Purappad from Dutavakya; on Visakham, 
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Kitiyattam for Second Day, Act One, Dhananjaya; on Anizha Day, Kitiyattam from 
Mutalanka (Act 1), Samvarana; on Trikketta, Kitiyattam from Sephalikanka; on Moolam 
Day, Kitiyattam, Second Day, Act Seven; On Pooratam, ‘Swapnakam’; on Tiruvonam, 
Dutavakyam Kitiyattam; on Avittam, Katiyattam from Dhananjaya, Act I; on Chatayam, 
Kitiyattam from Toranayuddham, Day 1; on Pooruruttati, Kalyanasaugandhika; on 
Uttrattati, Samvarana Act Il; on Revathi, Dutaghtotkacha; on Asvati Day, Balivadha. 
(On the day of Balivadha, the Nambiar places his Mizhavu in front of the gopura gate- 
tower, sounds it and strikes it like a trumpet. This is supposed to signify Sugriva 
challenging Bali to fight. This ceremony is seen only in that temple. On Bharani Day, 
third day from Dhananjaya and on Karttika, Surpanakhankam are enacted. (In Vennimala 
temple, for Surpanakhankam, Lakshmana’s role is not enacted. The deity of the temple is 
Lakshmana. The actor goes to the sanctum and enacts the cutting of the nose—this is also 
a special feature of this temple. The scene of blood bath (ninam) is also enacted in the 
temple itself; before the actor retums the Sutradhara performs Purappadu and the 
Kutiyattam is over. Thus Vennimala temple used to conduct many plays in parts. All the 
performances were done in Valiyambalam (the big hall in the temple), for there is no 
Kuttampalam in Vennimala. 

Kitiyattam was regularly performed in Velloor temple ( Vaikkom Taluk) also. On 
Tiruvonam Day in Karkitakam, Sutradhara’s commencement; prabandha from second to 
the eleventh day. On the twelfth day, the Kittu is decided on. At night during the night 
ceremony (Athazha puja) when the sanctum is opened for Prasanna Puja, the head priest 
donning his traditional cloth comes to the northern main hall, sits in front of a lighted lamp 
and asks three times: ‘Have the Chakyars of Tottam, Karthikamattam arrived? Have 
Ayyanakuzhi, Tangilappalli Chakyars come?” As the representative of the deity, he then 
makes the pronouncement that if the chief of the temple gives permission, the actor 
should get ready to commence Kiitiyattam, donning the costume of Vidushaka in 
Samvarana. On the same day the performance starts with the Vidushaka’s Purappadu and 
goes on to Samvarana, Samudratarananka, Vicchinnabhisheka, Dhananjaya Act Il, 
Dutavakya, Asokavanikanka, Bhagavaddootu,Sephalikanka, Mallanka, Ezhamanka, 
Kapali, etc. These Katiyattams last till Tiruvonam Day in Chingam. On that day, 
Sutradhara does Purappadu and ends the Kiittu. In this way, each year, Kitiyattam used 
to be performed for twenty-eight days. y 

In Tirumoozhikkulam temple, in Vrschikam during the time of ‘Samkramana’, the 
Sutradhara should start Purappadu. Then follows Balacharita Kittu stretching for nine 
days. If the ‘Samkramana’ is during the night, the members of the family are not 
Supposed to eat or sleep until the Kiitru commences. During the time of Kiittu, the 
sanctum is kept open. On the eleventh day, during the night ceremony (athazha puja) 
when the sanctum opens, the mel santi declares the name of the story to the administrator 
(Kazhakakkaram) of the temple, and he in turn conveys it to the Chakyar. On that very 
night the Chakyar enacts the story prescribed by the representative of the Lord. Starting 
with Nirvahanam and ending with Kitiyattam the story is concluded in forty-one days. 

In Kudalmanikyam temple, Irinjalakkuda, each year from Tiruvonam Day in Idavam, 
there was a stipulation for the performance of twenty-eight days of Prabandha Kattu and 
'welve days of Anguliyankam Katty, followed by one Kitiyattam. 
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In Kuruvambalam temple, forty-one days of Kittu and a Kitiyattam seem to have been 
held in the past. But for a long time now, only thirty days of performance are held, 
beginning from the first day of Meenam. 

In Perumanam temple, from the Samkramam Day in Karkitaka, forty-one days’s Kitu 
is held every year. On the Sankramam day before the commencement of Kitty, the 
Chakyar takes a lighted wick from the sanctum and lights the stage lamp. The Kitw 
commences with Mantrankam. The rod and knapsack to be used on the stage in the play 
are entrusted with the mel santi on the previous day itself, and should be taken back 
before tying the cloth on the head the next day. In addition, the compensation money, 
food and expenses which had been kept in the sanctum in the morning should also be 
taken back before tying the cloth. From the day of starting to the end, a member of 
Moothathu community should sit on a stone placed among the audience, as a 
representative of the Lord. The performance starts only after the arrival of the person. The 
belief is that the deity of the temple himself sat on the stone listening to the Kiittu. He is 
said to have beckoned a Moothathu and made him sit on that stone, saying that he would 
come back soon. Legend goes that since the Lord has not returned, the Moothathu has to 
wait. 

In Kottiyur temple, only Mattavilasa is performed. 


* . 


In some temples where specific Chakyar families have been given the rights by 
bestowing land, etc. on them, the performance does not take place without any member 
from that family. In other temples, any Chakyar can conduct kittu and Katiyattam. Ja 
Kerala, in the beginning, kittu performances were held in almost all temples. The main 
hall (Valiyambalam) was usually the venue for the enactment of the play, but sometimes 
it was also held in the Mukhamandapa. Almost all temples have a stage in the 
Valiyambalam, on the right side of the sanctum. 

“Othu’ (Vedic chanting), Kattu, songs and festivals were considered auspicious for 
affording divine sanction in a temple. 

In most of the temples in Travancore, the rights of performance rested with the Potiyil, 
Cheriya Parisha or Valiya Parisha family. In Kochi, the claim went to Ammannut, 
Kuttancherry and Cheriya Parisha, whereas in Malabar Kuttancherry, Ammannur and 
Mani Chakyars were authorized to hold the performance. 

In Vennimala temple, considerable land and other properties were earmarked for 
Potiyil Chakyar to hold Atiyantara Kittu. He also had rights in Tirunakkara, 
Navayikkulam, Velloor temples. It might be due to this reason that the family shifted from 
Potiyil region in Angamali to Manganam in Kottayam. 

For conducting Atiyantara Kiittu in Velloor temple, the families of Cheriya Parisha 
(Kidangur) and Potiyil have been assigned on a permanent basis. Two families have beet 
given the responsibility so that the performance would not suffer for any reason. ™ 
chief means of survival for Cheriya Parisha Chakyar family was the Velloor temple. 

In the three temples, Koodalmanikyam (Krinjalakkuda), Tirumoozhikkulam and 
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Karuvambalam, Ammannur Chakyar reserves the right to conduct Kittu and Kitiyatram 
This family originally belonged to Ammannur near Pattambi, but later came to 
Tirumoozhikkulam to settle down there. One branch of this family came to stay in Irin- 
jalakuda. 

The Perumanam temple deputed the families of Mekkattu and Kuttancherry, and later 
also Mani for its festival, Later when Mekkattu family got absorbed in Valiya Parisha 
belonging to Ambalappuzha, Valiya Parisha started conducting the performance in 
Perumanam. Now, since Valiya Parisha and Kuttancherry families have practically 
become extinct, Mani has taken over the rights at the temple. 

In Vadakkunnatha temple in Trichur, though Kuttancherry Chakyar used to hold the 
performances earlier, now Mani has taken over. Kuttancherry Chakyar was responsible 
for conducting the performances in almost all the temples of Kerala; however, now Mani 
Chakyar copes with all of them, albeit only in name. Only Martavilasa, Ezhamankam and 
Mantrankam are enacted now. 

Traditionally Mani Chakyar has the monopoly in Kottiyur temple. Only Mattavilasa 
Kiuttu is performed there. 


From Margi Souvenir 1971, Trivandrum. 
Translated from Malayalam by Sudha Gopalakrishnan. 


